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chapter sixteen

james mahony ( c .1816–1859)
The Illustrated London News
Niamh Ann Kelly

On the night of 7 September 1860, a collision with a schooner following a “violent
squall of wind and rain” caused the steamer Lady Elgin to sink in Lake Michigan.1
Among the 300 who died were Herbert Ingram, founder and proprietor of The
Illustrated London News (ILN) and his teenaged son. Born in England, in Boston,
Lincolnshire, Ingram rose from working as an apprentice printer to founding, in
1842, the world’s first pictorial weekly newspaper. He was also elected a Liberal MP
in 1856. The ILN was hugely successful and, on his death, Ingram’s estate was valued
at £90,000, with the paper selling 300,000 copies a week.2
In its first issue on 14 May 1842, Ingram’s savvy at prioritizing pictorial representations of disaster was evident as the only front-page news-story was about a fire
in Hamburg in Germany. Ingram had no time to send anyone to Germany: instead,
an artist copied a print of Hamburg from the British Library and added flames.3
Clearly, Ingram’s alertness to the commercial potential of visual impact was not
curtailed by a need for directly witnessing all events reported.4 The launch issue
consisted of 16 pages, 32 wood engravings and 48 columns of text. It reached a circulation of 21,000. An extensive front page “Address” proclaimed that the “public will
have henceforth under their glance, and within their grasp, the very form and presence of events as they transpire, in all their substantial reality, and with evidence
visible as well as circumstantial.”5 As a newsvendor, Ingram had observed that when
an edition of any newspaper, such as The Weekly Chronicle, included illustrations,
usually of crimes, catastrophe or tragedies, it sold more copies.6 He had also noted
that customers regularly asked for a newspaper with London news, so Ingram put
239

Famine Heroes V3.indd 239

07/05/2021 16:23

ja m e s m a h o n y : t h e i l lu st r at e d lo n d o n n e w s

London in the title and on the masthead and made the news pictorial.7 News media
was changed forever.
Five years later, on 13 and 20 February 1847, the ILN published a shocking
two-part eye-witness account of the Great Hunger in Ireland.8 “Sketches in the West
of Ireland, by Mr. James Mahony,” was a proto-type of a journalistic approach developed by the pictorial weekly. It was also one aspect of Mahony’s complex artistic
engagement with Ireland and its position in the British Empire, in which narratives of modernity became entangled with sustained mechanisms of colonialism.
Mahony’s 1847 image-text reports on the devastation of famine within the empire
were read by a growing middle-class readership whose interests, in the midst of
industrial expansion, variously reflected shifting political debates on private property and workers’ rights.9
As the original pictorial newspaper, the ILN was the first to mine a new
expanding market—middle-class, literate and largely beholden to empire. Peter W.
Sinnema suggests that:
Engraved images in the ILN function to implicate the reader as a willing receiver
of the world(s) pictorially configured and validated; an image is acceptable to the
reader, or makes sense as a valid representation, when the propositions it offers as
‘true’ adequately align themselves with the reader’s own assumptions about the ‘way
things are.’10

The propositions offered in the pages of the ILN were, broadly, expressive of imperial perspectives on collective identity, such as class and nation, framed by attendant
narratives of presumed progressive modernity.
From the outset, the rhetoric of the ILN touted a marriage for the dawn of
a new modern age between sentimental appeal—“a family pictorial weekly”—and
intellectual address—“Clasping Literature and Art together in the firm embrace
of Mind.”11 In its successful visual focus, the weekly was instantly distinct from its
nearest market competitors and imitators swiftly followed, including the Pictorial
Times and Illustrated Weekly Times. Michael Foley notes contemporary tax reductions
were an incentive for start-up newspapers and periodicals.12 The satirical paper Punch
had launched the previous summer; its appeal driven by pithy lampooning in images
and text and a small but focused circulation giving it political weight.13 The publisher,
Henry Vizetelly, is credited with tailoring the tone of the ILN to adroitly address a
middle-class readership, with a focus on making news appear accessible and relevant.14
Through the 1840-1850s, the weekly became, in James Loughlin’s terms, “the
representative organ of British middle-class opinion.”15 Indicative of the economic
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status of Ireland within the British empire, pictorial newspapers were read, notes
Niamh O’Sullivan, “as avidly by the middle-classes in Ireland as in England.”16 Ingram’s
use of images and spectacle in targeting this consumer market was pursued through
three key strategies: a large detailed masthead image of London; promotional imagebased offers for subscribers and, with most lasting resonance, the presentation of
news as a series of pictorial fragments narratively bound by accompanying text. For
its first image-based promotion a six-month subscriber would receive a large format
print (3 x 4 feet) of London called “a colosseum.” This image was produced with
significant investment: “Three artists and eighteen engravers worked night and day
for more than two months to produce the sixty box-wood engravings required for the
complete print, which was stereotyped on a steam press.”17 By December 1842, the
ILN’s circulation had tripled to 66,000.18 Sinnema observes that in the colosseum the
reality of labor “disappears in the wonder of the spectacle,” with the city presented
as a sight open for viewing; an image available for individual possession. Similarly, the
tranquility of toil suggested weekly by the masthead image—the Thames populated
by processional barges with St. Paul’s Cathedral defining a London skyline in the
background—belied the lived reality of grinding labor throughout the length and
breadth of the British Empire that sustained its political and commercial center.
The ingenuity of Ingram and his colleagues was at its most vivid, however, in
the visual and textual representations of the news itself, what Paul Fyfe describes as
a “hybrid journalistic form.”19 Termed by Sinnema as “linguistic-pictorial moments,”
the signifying relations between words and images were often elucidated by editorial text.20 Though many such “moments” were so implicated in the wider ideological train of the ILN, not all contributions can be thus reduced. Furthermore,
how the images were realized was complex and varied in terms of commission and
highly mediated in practical realization. Vizetelly recounts how editors of the illustrated weeklies would scan morning newspapers for stories before requesting their
own draftsmen and engravers to generate images for print.21 Thus Lorraine Janzen
Kooistra describes illustrated news as a “mix of on-the-spot coverage and imaginative composition.”22 During the 1840s, how printed images looked was significantly
dictated by the process of wood-block engraving used.23 Each sketch was worked up
by house draftsmen for transfer to woodblocks. Patrick Leary points out how studio
staff “finished the drawings” and, much like in an artist’s studio, would specialize in
different aspects of expertise.24 Engravers then worked further on each image, the
number depending on the scale or intricacy indicated by the sketch, with potential
for further “monotonous” specialization.25 This laborious, pressured process has been
described by O’Sullivan:
241
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As fast as the draftsman finished a section, it was assigned in individual portion
to the jobbing engravers, who never saw the whole of the drawing together… The
master engraver guided the tone and texture, with the jobbing engravers concentrated on the centre sections … This collaborative technique resulted in a house
style that harmonized various contributions.26

From the 1830s, there was a network of wood engraving workshops. In London, for
example, some became like factories, as image-making began to follow an assembly
line model and authority replaced artistic autonomy.27 Though the ILN set up its own
engraving workshop, under master engraver Ebenezer Landells, founder of Punch, it
continued to use other workshops “in urgency.”28 This process of image-making lends
complexity to inferring authorship of printed images based on stylistic characteristics, with literally several hands involved from sketch to print. Printed images sometimes included the engraver’s name. Clarifying authorship of images or texts was also
complicated by a trend of anonymity, or near anonymity, in reporting.
In light of its readership and the technicalities shaping image-text reports,
how the ILN presented what was in the 1840s commonly termed “the condition of
Ireland” is intriguing for its multifariousness. The weekly’s approach is also noteworthy given that across many British pictorial newspapers, “representations of a
massive social calamity such as the Famine were framed in such a way as to attract
the target audience without overly disturbing it,” remaining checked by readers’
“own self-interests” and in line with “wider interests of Empire.”29 In reflective mode
by 1849, for example, the ILN proffered divergent emphases on repercussions of the
Great Hunger. On 4 August 1849, just prior to Queen Victoria’s first visit, the weekly
suggested that one effect of the Famine was to prepare the country to receive the
Queen: “Hence it is that the visit of Her Majesty to Ireland is calculated to do more
good than enactments which a populace might demand or a Parliament devise” and
that “famine and plague have taught all classes that the real evils of Ireland are social
and not political.”30
Later that same year, the ILN began a set of seven substantial reports called
“Condition of Ireland—Illustrations of the New Poor-Law.” In the first of these, on
15 December 1849, the following passage appears:
The present condition of the Irish, we have no hesitation in saying, has been mainly
brought on by ignorant and vicious legislation. The destruction of the potato for
one season, though a great calamity, would not have doomed them, fed as they were
by the taxes of the state and the charity of the world, to immediate decay; but a
false theory, assuming the name of political economy, with which it has no more to
do than with the slaughter of the Hungarians by General Haynau, led the landlords
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and the legislature to believe that it was a favourable opportunity for changing the
occupation of the land and the cultivation of the soil from potatoes to corn … The
Poor-law, said to be for the relief of the people and the means of their salvation, was
the instrument of their destruction. In their terrible distress, from that temporary
calamity with which they were visited, they were to have no relief unless they gave
up their holdings. That law, too, laid down a form for evicting the people, and thus
gave the sanction and encouragement of legislation to exterminate them … through
the slow process of disease and houseless starvation, nearly the half of the Irish.31

These illustrated reports are usually attributed to James Mahony and their text and
visual representations much cited across famine historiography.32
The passage quoted above is striking in its clarity of blame and seeming ideological contradiction to the quotations from 4 August of the same year. These text
representations operate both in their singularity and in tension within the ideological framework of the ILN. Mahony’s images of Ireland from the mid-1840s to the
mid-1850s can each be read in their singularity; but when considered in comparable
tension, they can be seen as a constellation of correlated works that reflect a range of
aspects of the island’s unstable status in a changing empire. Mahony’s artistic vision
and political leanings were presumably imbued by his economically privileged and
culturally complex status as a man from Cork, a gentleman and a successful artist.
His mode of working for the ILN in particular was shaped by developing conventions
for commissioned pictorial journalism.
On 13 February 1847, the ILN informed its readers:
The accounts from the Irish provincial papers continue to detail the unmitigated
sufferings of the starving peasantry. Indeed, they are stated to be on the increase,
notwithstanding the very great exertion of public bodies and individuals to assuage
their pressure.
With the object of ascertaining the accuracy of the frightful statements received
from the West, and of placing them in unexaggerated fidelity before our readers, a
few days since, we commissioned our Artist, Mr. James Mahony, of Cork to visit
a seat of extreme suffering, viz., Skibbereen and its vicinity; and we now submit
to readers the graphic results of his journey, accompanied by such descriptive
notes as he was enabled to collect whilst sketching the fearful incidents and desolate localities; premising merely, that our Artist must already have been somewhat
familiar with such scenes of suffering in his own locality, (Cork), so that he cannot
be supposed to have taken an extreme view of the greater misery at Skibbereen.33

Across his work for the ILN, Mahony was consistently referred to as “our Artist.”
While he had already produced several images of Ireland, this two-parter was his
first commissioned image-text report. The paternalistic editorial tone of this
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introductory content was typical for feature reports. At this time, the ILN’s inaugural editor, F.W.N. Bayley, was still in post.34 In drawing attention to Mahony as
a commissioned artist and a Cork man, Bayley lays claim to the veracity of what
followed. Aspects of these reports bear resemblances to the modus operandi of later
special correspondents.
In his 1885 book, Mason Jackson described the “special artist” as a hero in his
work and virtue:
Wherever there is any moving accident by flood or field the “special artist” of the
illustrated newspaper is found “takin’ notes.” No event of interest escapes his ever
ready pencil, he undergoes fatigues, overcomes formidable difficulties, and often
incurs personal danger in fulfilling his mission. On the eve of a battle he will sleep on
the bare ground wrapped in a blanket or waterproof sheet, and he will ride all night
through a hostile country to catch the homeward mail, he is equally at home in the
palace and the hovel, and is as ready to attend a battle as a banquet … In pursuing
his vocation the special artist has to encounter the perils of earth, air, fire, and water.
Now he is up in a balloon, now down in a coal-mine; now hunting tigers in India,
now deer-stalking in the Highlands … in peace or war the special artist pursues his
purpose with stoical self-possession in spite of cold, hunger, and fatigue.35

Jackson was art editor for the ILN from 1860 to 1895.36 Kooistra notes the “special
artist emerged as a professional category when the ILN (which coined the term)
and other papers began sending their own graphic journalists to the front during
the Crimean War (1854-56),” and that later this role was more generally applied to a
graphic journalist who would travel “to record events as they happened,” producing
“visual reportage.”37
Kooistra discusses the “heroic” aspect of such occupation as suggested by
Charles Baudelaire in his 1863 text, The Painter of Modern Life. This was inspired by
the art of Constantin Guys, including his images and texts for the ILN from the
Crimean War front, published under the monogram “CG.”38 For Baudelaire, the
heroism of the “painter of modern life” was in his humble alliance with, and immersion in, the lives of the subjects he portrayed. With Guys, that humility was further
expressed in the diminishing of self that came with his (near) anonymity in print, and
Baudelaire sustains this with use of “MG” (“Monsieur G”) in discussing his works
and work ethic.39 Such was the extent of the ILN’s interest in this type of reportage,
it sent six special correspondents to the Crimean conflict and five to the FrancoPrussian War in 1870-71.40 These were most likely the first war correspondents to
report in both images and text directly from fields of conflict.41 Catherine Waters
writes of the distinction between the foreign correspondent, who was “based in one
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place,” and that the more peripatetic “special,” noting the common byline “from Our
Own Correspondent” was used for both.42 She cites Alfred Baker writing in 1890
on varieties of special correspondents: the “travelling correspondent,” the “special
commissioner” and the “war correspondent.”43 While the first and last of these are
self-evident, the special commissioner covered events deemed by the editor to be in
the public’s interest.
Graphically written eyewitness accounts of events were intended to rivet readers
and transport them to the scene depicted. Some special correspondents re-published
their journalism as books, positioning their writing “in between literature and journalism—in the print culture of their day.”44 Even within the pages of the ILN, reports
routinely coexisted with poetry and overtly creative forms of narrative writing.45 A
common trait of a special correspondent’s writing was that the text was “centred
incorrigibly upon himself ” through use of the first person with the reader occasionally addressed in the second person.46 Mahony’s February 1847 commission fits many
aspects of these descriptors: a traveling correspondent, he could just as easily be
described as a foreign correspondent for the same work, while the combined text and
visual reportage produced from both traveling and embedding himself in the location
of catastrophe casts him as a forerunner of the commissioned special artist/correspondent. While drawing on eye-witnessing, interviews and local guides, Mahony,
relative to many special correspondents, restrained from self-dramatization.
Born in Cork city c. 1816, Mahony studied art in Rome and traveled across continental Europe as a young man.47 In 1841, he returned home and set up the Cork Art
Union with Samuel Skillen, though he traveled intermittently and spent considerable
time in Dublin. He exhibited at the Royal Hibernian Academy as early as 1844 and
was a regular contributor throughout the 1850s, becoming an associate member from
1856 until 1859.48 He died in Cork later that year. Mahony’s social circle in Dublin
was an elite one with socially fashionable and international diplomatic connections.49
Accomplished across the media of drawing, oil painting and watercolor, he was professionally and commercially successful.50 A watercolor by him was one of the few Irish
works owned by the National Gallery of Ireland when it opened in 1864.51 However,
Mahony’s key visual legacy has been his affecting work for the ILN in the 1840s.
The significance of Mahony’s 1847 work, the breadth of his illustrations and
artistic oeuvre bears consideration. Like many of his contemporaries, he documented industrialized dominion epitomized by the building of railways, erection of
monuments and the launch of big ships, such as The Kingstown and Dalkey Atmospheric
Railway—Starting of the Train and Geo. IV. Obelisk—The Atmospheric Railway Kingstown
Station and Club-house, 6 January 1844. As fascinating as the heralds of triumphant
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modernist progress were conceived to be, the thrall of modernism up-ended was
borne out in disaster journalism, reported when ships sank, bridges collapsed and
trains derailed.52 On this topic, Mahony made a series of sketches for the report “The
Wreck of the ‘Sirius’ Steamer,” 30 January 1847. Mahony also illustrated for the ILN
on abiding cultural customs including a moralistic assemblage promoting temperance, Saint Patrick’s Day, on 13 March 1847 and a lively scene in Procession of the Wren
Bush and Wren Boys, 21 December 1850.
In addition to these strands, Mahony provided a nuanced visual log of Ireland
in the mid-nineteenth century that mapped the faltering continuity of empire in
the face of famine. In the spirit of Ariella Aïsha Azoulay’s call to re-look and re-read
images, a visual literacy of human rights is proposed.53 Specifically, this is directed
toward “unlearning the imperial mode of bearing witness premised on recognizing
violence in the bodies of the victims and dismissing it in the bodies of white men
in civilized halls.”54 In this way, Mahony’s affecting visual reportage on the Great
Hunger in February 1847 is integral to his broader imaging of Ireland under British
rule recorded across his images of the lived realities and mechanisms of colonialism.
Sites of political violence are made apparent in the apparatus of spectacle and the
banality of administration, as well as in fields of conflict and at locations of starvation.

James Mahony, Conflict at Ballinhassig – sketched by Mr. Mahony, Cork – The Illustrated London
News, 12 July 1845. All images courtesy of Ireland’s Great Hunger Museum, Quinnipiac University,
Hamden, CT.
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On 5 July 1845, the ILN reported “The Fatal Collision between the Police
and Peasantry of the County Cork” describing the violent death of eight and the
wounding of 25 civilians on 30 June as “a melancholy collision.”55 Police who opened
fire on a crowd may have been drafted into the market town in anticipation of a
possible scheduled faction fight on a fair day.56 An informant described the incident
as the response to a group protesting a man’s arrest earlier that day.57 In Parliament
on 4 July, it was referred to it as an “affray.”58 Mahony’s front-page image of terror and
dramatic suspense was printed on 12 July, when the ILN reported that two more had
died from their wounds.59 Officers were depicted shooting as a crowd of men, women
and children dispersed in panic. The figure of a man lying slain in the foreground,
“the first man who was shot,” acted as a visual foil to the image’s action.60 The bare
ground on which he lay was contrasted by deep shadows cast by a looming cloud
over the officers, the dispensary building and the landscape. On the following page,
Mahony presented a much stiller image of the site, post-conflict, The Dispensary. The
reader was informed: “The sketches have been made by our artist on the spot, who
had the incidents described to him by eye-witnesses.” A lithograph pictorial-map of
the area, produced for the Southern Reporter and Cork Commercial Courier, suggests
that officers blocked off roads from the town’s center green.61 This implied that as
people fled the first scene of shooting, they ran toward more armed officers and
Mahony may have drawn on such visuals for his front-page composition.
The text of the ILN report is tri-part. A substantial passage quoted from The
Cork Constitution is followed by one from The Cork Examiner. These newspapers were
vitriolic in articulating their counter-positions on the events of 30 June.62 The ILN
concludes its 12 July report with a lengthy unattributed poem, under the heading
“The Cork Tragedy,” The Fair of Ballinhassig. In this text context, Mahony’s pictorial
emphases run distinctly against the grain of the report to provide an unambiguous
image of colonial conflict. The images resonated further when, in December 1845,
the ILN reported an inquest verdict of “justifiable homicide” in the death of one of
the men shot by police.63
Mahony’s iconic images of suffering produced amid the Great Hunger have transcended that era, functioning as “proto-documentary,” described by Linda Nochlin
as “early attempts to capture the effects of hunger, poverty, uprooting and alienation
before the existence of the coherent genre of documentary photography.”64 A presentation of their original printed context, in series format with accompanying text,
highlights their contemporary potential as pictorial-linguistic moments that were
intrinsic to the broader fragmentation of first-person news narratives in the work of
commissioned correspondents.
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James Mahony, Sketches in the West of Ireland – by Mr. James Mahony, The Illustrated
London News, 13 February 1847.

248

Famine Heroes V3.indd 248

07/05/2021 16:23

n i a m h a n n k e l ly

James Mahony, Sketches in the West of Ireland – by Mr. James Mahony, The Illustrated
London News, 20 February 1847.
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The first image in the two-part series sets a desolate tone. Funeral at Shepperton
Lakes depicts a small forlorn group walking behind a coffin on a horse-drawn cart.
The picture is in contrast to the highly social, organized and celebratory conventions of wakes, common in pre-Famine rural Ireland.65 Mahony wrote that there was
“either a funeral or a coffin at every hundred yards” and the “distress became more
striking” as the journey progressed. A subdued melancholy atmosphere pervades the
images printed on 13 February of shadowy streets and emptied cottages and houses.
The figuration of Woman Begging at Clonakilty gives desperation a face—its statuesque
serenity is altered as the reader learns of the woman’s “distressing appeal” to Mahony
for money to bury the dead infant in her arms.66
The images published a week later, reflecting the direction of Mahony’s journey
further west, are more abrasively expressive. The first image, Boy and Girl at Cahera,
is of two children raggedly dressed and emaciated searching for potatoes. The girl is
crouched while the boy stands, pausing to look directly at the reader. Mahony wrote
of a “fearful spot” nearby: “another of the many sepulchers above ground, where six
dead bodies had lain for twelve days, without the least chance of interment, owing to
their being so far from the town.” Beneath it is Mullin’s Hut, at Scull. The editorial text
informed the reader that Mullins, “lay dying in a corner on a heap of straw, supplied
by the Relief Committee, whilst his three wretched children crouched over a few
embers of turf, as if to raise the last remaining spark of life. This poor man had buried
his wife some five days previously.”67
The man with the top hat seated amid this heart-breaking scene is the local vicar,
Rev. Robert Traill. Traill was active in local famine relief and would die of “famine
fever.”68 Mahony accompanied him for his research into the appalling conditions of
the area. In the previous week’s report, Mahony recounted the work of Dr. Daniel
Donovan, who was a guide on his journey around Skibbereen, of which Mahony
wrote: “I witnessed such scenes of misery and privation as I trust it may never be
again my lot to look upon.” Donovan worked tirelessly in the area to relieve suffering
and raise public awareness, publishing “Diaries of a Dispensary Doctor” on the cataclysmic effects of famine in The Southern Reporter and Cork Commercial Courier in 184647.69 Mahony supported the veracity of Donovan’s harrowing accounts: “I can now,
with perfect confidence say that neither pen nor pencil could ever portray the misery
and horror, at this moment, to be witnessed in Skibbereen.”70
Other visuals on 20 February comprise detailed vignettes of townlands and
streets, with the subdued desolation of the previous week’s images replaced with
250
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more rugged-looking scenes of depletion and devastation. Across the two reports,
Mahony eschewed Victorian models of presenting palatable accounts of poverty
through sentimentalizing aesthetics or moralizing observation. Though teetering
close to an “othering” of his subjects and a sense of distancing by way of the beautiful
vistas of landscapes, his insistence on the specificity of suffering, stated in his alternate attention to place-names and family names, maps the dissolution of townlands
wrought by a colonially-conditioned humanitarian catastrophe.71
In Mahony’s words:
I have thus … been lengthy in my details in order that you may be as well informed
upon the subject as I can enable you to be; and, bearing in mind the horrifying
scenes that I have just witnessed, I entreat you to do the best you can for so much
suffering humanity; as this visit to the West will, I trust, assist in making this affliction known to the charitable public.72

James Mahony, The Funeral Procession in Westmoreland-Street, Dublin, The Illustrated London
News, 14 August 1847.
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In the summer of 1847, the death of the former MP for Kerry, Daniel O’Connell,
was marked in the public sphere by elaborate mourning ceremonies. Known as “The
Liberator” for his work towards the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829, O’Connell
died in Genoa, Italy, and his body transported back to Ireland for burial. On 14
August 1847, the ILN devoted several pages to coverage of various aspects of the
return home of the body, and related obsequies, including a public procession in
Dublin. Leslie A. Williams suggests Bayley’s interest in O’Connell may have been as
a controversial figure who might sell newspapers. She writes:
The contrast of the Illustrated London News’ coverage of O’Connell with those of The
Times and the Standard is striking. The ILN pointed out the Liberator’s strengths
and successes; The Times concentrated on what it considered his many failures.
While The Times could only portray O’Connell as an Irish demagogue fixated on his
parochial issues, the ILN placed him within the broader context of British politics:
“After he entered the House of Commons, he by no means confined himself to Irish
affairs. His speeches on the Reform Bill were among the best of that memorable
period; he assisted in carrying Corporation Reform, and he took part in the discussion of the Anti Corn-Law League.” (29 May 1847, 338) …The Illustrated London News
… treated O’Connell with sympathy and dignity.73

Mahony provided a series of large-scale images for the report, including formal spectacular aspects of the funeral and more intimate family-oriented moments with the
coffin en route from Genoa.
A sense of scale and solemnity is imparted in his rendering of The Funeral
Procession in Westmoreland Street, Dublin. A detailed street scene, its execution was
evidently overseen by ILN engraver H. Harrison, whose pride in the image is indicated by his signature. A focal point of the image is “the ‘triumphal car’ that had been
used on the occasion of O’Connell’s release from Richmond Jail three years earlier.”74
The splendor of the funeral procession—“horses pulling the hearse were draped in
velvet banners”—was reflective of O’Connell’s own deployment of spectacle, which
was as effective as his legendary oratory skills.75 His so-called “monster meetings”
were defined by elaborate rituals and parades to produce visual and emotive impact:
O’Connell was a “master of the dramatic public gesture.”76 Mahony’s visual interest
in the ceremonial chair and the banners paraded at the funeral procession may well
reflect on his design of the visual settings of a similar parade chair and car for a
monster meeting in June 1845, which The Cork Examiner termed a “gorgeous and
imposing spectacle.”77 As O’Sullivan notes, that 1845 design work signals Mahony’s
politics as supporting a repeal of the Act of Union.78
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James Mahony, Delivery of Dispatches at Lismore Castle, The Illustrated
London News, 12 August 1848.
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James Mahony, Illustrations for ‘Insurrection in Ireland’, The Illustrated London News,
12 August 1848.
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One year later, on 12 August 1848, Mahony’s images in the ILN make apparent
the sites of colonial violence. By mid-1848, tensions surrounding increased land
agitation led to rough suppression, State Trials in Dublin and a general climate of
fear. William J. Smyth points out that between 1843 and 1849 the number of troops
stationed in Ireland nearly doubled (from 15,046 to 29,500).79 An extensive report
entitled “Insurrection in Ireland” began on the front page with three engravings of
the conflict at Mrs. McCormack’s House in Ballingarry, County Tipperary. “Mr James
Mahony” is cited as the artist for a number of illustrations. On one page, The Arrest
of Smith O’Brien at the Railway Station at Thurles, Delivery of Dispatches at Lismore Castle,
Posting Proclamations, Camp Fire and Sentinels are dramatically portrayed through
strong use of light and shadow with active figuration adding exigency. As Mahony did
not witness the arrest, or presumably the delivery of dispatches, imaginative renderings supplement information to augment the text reports.
On the following page, a set of large images resonate forcibly in their pictorial interplay. The barbarous invasion of privacy delineated in The Search for Arms is
bolstered by the sheer banality of the administrative forces of political suppression
going about the business of empire. Officers depicted on the previous page on watch
and sending and receiving messages are here portrayed at rest in Major and the Officers
of the 74th at Mess; and lastly, all individuality disappears into the vista of an orderly
military camp on armed stand-by during the State Trials, Encampment at Phoenix-Park,
Dublin.80 The writer commented that the trials underway in Dublin “cause much
public anxiety.”81
Mahony’s skill in portraying crowds in large interior spaces was notable in
several large-scale paintings focused on the dual themes of the significance of ritual
and the outward symbolism of spectacle trained upon two towering institutions in
colonial Ireland, the Roman Catholic Church and British royalty. The monumental
magnificence of the scene painted in his Consecration of the Roman Catholic Church of
St. Mary’s, Pope’s Quay, Cork, c. 1842, which suggests Mahony’s awareness of the importance of the Catholic Church, is also a virtuoso depiction in oils of both a crowd and
a complex interior architecture.82 Over a decade later, Mahony matched this religious
focus with a royal one in three large watercolor paintings documenting the visits
of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert to the Irish Industrial Exhibition in 1853.83 In
Mahony’s first watercolor, he detailed a relief medallion of Dargan with an inscription underneath: “The darkest hour is before the dawn.” Nancy Netzer links this
to the “social outlook of an elite” for whom the event “signified the regeneration
of Ireland.”84 In his second image, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert in the Paintings and
Sculpture Hall of the 1853 Irish Industrial Exhibition, Dublin, c. 1853, Mahony depicted
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the royal couple centrally positioned on a dais in the early morning light-soaked
splendor of the vaulted Paintings and Sculpture Hall.85 Netzer suggests that Mahony’s
focus on the exhibition room may have reflected a generalized perception that
Ireland’s cultural strength was to be found in the arts.86
Mahony’s watercolors document the constructed splendor of the occasion and
the “exhibitionary complex” that underpinned it.87 The grandeur of John Benson’s
building, a sense of the exhibition content, the society fashions paraded and the
imperative of the exhibition to place Ireland on an international economic platform
seem in Mahony’s image harnessed to the pageantry of empire and the event redirected onto an elaborate stage for royal endorsement.88 When contemplated in light
of his earlier illustrative work for the ILN, the clash between the symbolism pictured
in the 1853 watercolors and the struggles for “livable lives” delineated in his earlier
works echo far beyond the beautiful frosted glass panels in the pavilion ceiling.89
Illustrated news media began just prior to the Great Hunger. The ILN led the
charge of this new news media, which sought out disaster to sell issues: first famine,
then war. Subtly subverting the medium’s commercially oriented paradigm of selling
spectacle, Mahony’s February 1847 pictorial-linguistic moments of suffering do not
make for easy viewing. In his geo-specificity, his visual reportage in ILN of the devastation of the Great Hunger resisted prevailing reductive journalistic forms. Regarding,
in retrospect, Mahony’s images of the administration of colonial power in a similar
view renders them, potentially, as disturbing and informative as the images of the
experiences of social injustice that in turn emanated from the politics they represent.
Mahony’s is a layered visual legacy that persistently elicits emotive responses: a
privileged painter of modern life who nonetheless casts his eye across the social and
cultural spectrum of colonial Ireland. In both the popular medium of the day and on
artistic circuits, he deployed his artistic skills, social advantage and Irish identity to
portray a complex picture of entangled cultural and political tensions that attended
Ireland as part of the British empire. It is with lasting effect that, in his recounting
of an imperially conditioned horror of modern life—famine—he did not look away.
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